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THE SITUATION AND STATUS OF WOMEN TODAY:
SOME ESSENTIAL FACTS

Since the U.N. began in 1945 undoubt edly much progress has been made in
improving the situation and status , f women in the world.* The laws of nations
have been, and are being changed, tv accord women equal rights with men in political,
economic, social and family life. Age old traditions, attitudes and practices are
slow to change however , and the gap between law and reality remains very wide.
Today, on the eve of International Women's Year, women are disadvantaged and
suffer discrimination in the vast majority of countries. For the most part they
neither fully participate, nor share equally, in the benefits of economic and
social progress and development.
Moreover, statistics ar e lacking, or are inadequate to give a complete and
accurate picture of women's contribution to society. The work of the subsistence
farm worker who toils from morning to night may not even be counted despite the
crucial role she plays in food production in many parts of the world. The
contribution of the housewife to the national economy is not measured or recognized
by the economist and national planner.
There is a growing awareness, however, especially in recent years, that women's
contribution is essential to the progress of society and that, without it, such
crucial issues of world concern as food production and consumption, population
growth, unemployment and mass poverty cannot really be solved.
If their contribution is to be fully productive, however, women must have the
necessary training and education to equip them for effective participation as well
as the opportunity , encouragement and will to contribute to their full potential.
International Women's Year 1975 is a beginning only. It is a time to set in
motion dynamic new action programmes "as part of a sustained long-term effort of
the international community to improve the condition of women and their contribution
to society" .
Some essential facts and figures follow, illustrating recent trends in the
situation of women.

74-Lru, 26

(more)

* The information in this release is largely drawn from the 1974 Report on the
World Social Situation, Part two, Document No . E/CN.5/512/Add.15.
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Demog raphic trends
The proportion of women in the tot al world population has changed in the last
decade from slightly over to slightly under one half . Whereas, in 196 5, of a total
world population of 3 ,289 million, 1, 65 1 million wer e women and 1, 63 7 million were
men, as of 1970, statistics show that the situation was reversed . In that year, of
a total world population of 3,621 million, ther e wer e 1, 807 million women t o 1, 813
million men and in 1975 it is projecte d that of a tota l world population of 3, 987
million , 1,988 million will be women wher eas 1 ,998 million will be men . This trend
is expected to continue to the end of the century with the increase of men over
women growing slightly . 1/
Women continue to have higher average life expectancy than men . The highest
is 76 . 6 years in the Netherlands which is five y ears above the highest average for
men - 71 . 7 years in Sweden . '?:._/
Despite the emphasis which has beeI). placed by the World Health Organization
and other international agencies on the devel opment of services for the protection
of the health of mothers and children, provisions are far from adequate in many
countries . Recent studies have shown that the r ate of child mortality and the
health of women is affected and even endanger ed by toe frequent childbearing . For
women it can often lead to anaemia, obstetrical and gynaecological illness e s ,
spontaneous abortion and birth deformiti e s, espe cia lly for those over 35 or in
their early teens . It is shown that among adult females (15-75 years), the two
leading causes of death are malignant neoplasms and diseases of the heart .
Legal situation
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The trend tow~rds the improvement of the legal position of women has accelerated
markedly in recent years, and the principle of equal rights of men .and women has now
been recognized and written into the basic laws of many countries . While, in some
instances, formal legal equality has existed since the early part of this c entury
(e . g . , Nordic and Eastern European countrie s) , in most cases major changes have taken
place only since 1945 .
In the field of civil law, however, and especially family law, the principle
of equality has not yet won universal acceptanc e although there have been notic eable
trends in that direction in recent years . Re c ent or current reforms have done away
with legislation which was discriminatory against women and several countries have
enacted laws with the aim of achieving a mor e e quitable sharing of rights and
responsibilities within the family . Laws ena cte d in some countries (e . g . , Brazil,
France , the Ivory Coast, Luxembourg , Monac o ) in t he past two decades reveal , f or
example, discernible trends t owards a mor e even-hande d partnership of the s pouses in
decision-making ; towards mor e equitable sharing by both spouses of the family expens e s,
based on the earning ability of each; towards a mor e equitable sharing, at the time
the marriage is dissolved, of the assets acquir e d during marriage (e . g ., Austria,
Canada (various provinces) , France, Monaco); t owa rds the recognition of the work of
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the housewife as a contribution to the assets of the family, asset s which s hould be
shared by the spouses (or their heirs) at the di ssolut i on of marri age ( e . g ., eastern
European countries, and in the United Ki ngdom ( since l970)). Some c ountri e s, which
had not previ ous l y done so, adopted l egislation recogniz i ng t he i nheritance right of
the surviving spouse (e . g . , France), and equal parental r i ghts and duti es, t he
i nter est of the child be i ng the paramount cons i der at i on . The lat ter included t he
gnmt i ng of ful l status as a parent to the unmarri ed mother ( e . g . , Aus tria, Sweden) .
The laws of various countri es governing di vorce have been lib er alized to some
extent . Divorce i s now permitted i n countr i es wher e previous l y i t wa s not r e cognized
e . g . , Italy ( since l970), Monaco ( s i nce l 970 ). I n Afghani stan (sinc e l 97l) the
wife now has the l egal right to divor ce under cer tai n condit ions, wher e as , formerly,
it was the exclusive pr ivilege of the husband . In other countri e s , divorc e has been
made much eas i er for both spouses than previ ously ( e . g . , Sweden, t he Unit ed State s
of America, (state of New Ycrk )) .
In many countries, however, the husband is st i l l recogni zed in l aw a s the "head
of the family" and pl ays the domi nant rol e in the mar r i age r el at i onshi p, the wife
being relegated to an inferior pos i t i on with l ittl e or no legal say in de cisi ons
affecting herself and other member s of the fam i ly . The l aws of s ome of t he s e countries
may st i pulate that the wi fe owes obedi ence to her husband ( e . g . , Ethiopi a, Jordan,
Mali , Tunis i a) . She may need the author i zation of her husband or the c ourt t o
exercise her l egal capacity to cont r act, sue and be sued ( e . g . , Ecuador, Haiti,
Mex i co, the Philippines, Ur uguay) . Her pr operty rights may be limite d under the
rul es govern i ng the property rel at i ons of the spouses . Her ri ght t o work may be
subject to the expr ess or i rr.pli ""J. auttcri. su-t i on of her husband ( e . g . , Burundi , Ecuador
( onl y to engage in trade or i ndustr y), Mali ( to engage i n t r ade )). In other countries,
however, the l aw r equir es that t he wi fe owe obedi ence to her husba nd.
Despite the fact that moder n l egis l at i ve trends incr easi ngly r e cogniz e the
i mpor tance of women's empl oyment outside the home, f r om the vi ewpoint of over-all
economic devel opment as well as per sonal or fami ly need, the r ol e of homemaker is
st ill ass i gned pri mari ly to the woman not only thr ough tradi t i on a nd s oc i al custom
but also i n some i nstances i n l aw, and she is expected to per fo rm that r ol e without
f i nancial compensat i on dur i ng mar r i age . Thi s may be expli ci t l y fo r mulat e d in the
law ( e . g . , Mexico ) or impl i ed in var i ous l egal provis i ons concerning maintenanc e of
the wi fe and of the fami ly ' s expenses when these ar e t he main r e s pons ibility of the
husband .
Th i s pr obl em i s of major i mportance in consideri ng ways to i ncr ease opportunities
fo r women to part i c i pate in gai nful employment and devel opment . Governments and
gover nment pl anner s i n some countri es have begun to reali ze that func t i ons s hould be
mor e equi tabl y di v i ded between the sexes so that both may have pr actic al oppurtnniL.i e s
to partic i pate i n par enthood and i n employment . I t i s a l so be ing gr a dually r e cognized
that policies whi ch a½tempt to g i ve women an equal pl ace with men in e c onomi c life,
while at the same time confi rming women ' s tradit i onal r espons i b ility f or the car e of'
the home and childr en, have no pr ospect of fulfill i ng the • f irs t of t he se a i ms • .J/
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Education and training
During the early 1970s some progress, though slow, has been made through
educational measures to eliminate prejudices and discriminatory attitudes based on
the idea of the inferiority of women. Changes have included curriculum reform,
greater flexibility in the choice of subjects for both boys and girls (both, for
example, are now studying the same amount of mathematics, sciences and home economics
in some countries) and both are being educated in sex and family life . A clear need
has been identified to develop among school children at an early age a resistance to
the idea of the inferiority of women.
Wherever illiteracy prevails, the percentage of illiterate females is always
higher than that of males. In 1960 the illiteracy rates were 33.5 per cent for men
and 44.9 per cent for women. By 1970 these were 28.0 per cent and 40.3 per cent,
respectively. In Africa and the Arab States which have the highest rates,the female
illiteracy rate dropped from 88.5 to 83.7 per cent and from 90.7 to 85.7 per cent,
respectively, in the same decade.~/
Despite the fact that special efforts have been made in many countries to
provide adult literacy classes, a much lower ratio of women than men have enrolled.
This is due mainly to such factors as distance from schools, impracticability of
travelling by night, household ~bores, early marriage, outmoded attitudes and sheer
lack of adequate facilities to service the number of illiterates. A remarkable
reduction in over-all illiteracy, however, was made in one country (Cuba) during a
single year, 1961, from 72.2 to 3.9 per cen+,.
Economic factors also play an important role in determining whether a girl
attends school. The ·costs involved in sending girls to school include not only fees
if education is not free but also purchase of books, lunches and clothing, as well as
the loss of their labour at home or, in some cultures, the loss of the bride price
through the failure of a daughter to marry at an early age.
In general, the over-all educational picture reveals that girls and women continue
to be educationally disadvantaged at all levels compared to boys and men although some
progress has been made.
At the prjmary level, between 1960 and 1970, data indicate fairly stable enrolment
figures except for Africa where enrolment of girls increased from 37 to 40 per cent.
At the secondary level, for the same period, female enrolment increased from 31 to
32 per cent in Africa, from 45 to 47 per cent in Europe, and from 42 to 44 per cent
in Oceania. The Americas and Asia remained the same with 49 and 35 per cent,
respectively. Of all the developing regions, Latin America showed a substantial
number of girls in secondary education, 48 per cent. In the past 20 years, enrolment
increased by only 6 per cent in the Arab States and 1 per cent in Africa.

(mor e )
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In 1970, the proportion of women studying at the higher level was 38 per cent
throughout the world. Europe and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics led with
37 per cent in 1960 compared to 42 per cent in 1968. In North America, the proportion
was 40 per cent and in Latin America, 33 per cent. The rise in Africa was from 20
to 26 per cent, in the Arab States from 18 to 23 per cent, in Asia from 23 to 28
per cent and in Oceania ( including Australasia and the Pacific Islands from 28 to
30 per cent. 'iJ

er

Education planners are also faced with such problems as the high drop-out rate
among girls at the primary level. This reaches as high as 80 per cent in some
rural areas. §j Lack of training and education affects their skills and employability
and relegates the majority of women to the burdens of home-related chores or to jobs
which carry the least status and the lowest pay. It also greatly reduces any
possibility of valid aspirations on the part of girls for viable or self-fulfilling
roles in society.
Programmes to develop co-education schooling are being introduced in 39
countries. Twenty-seven countries already adopted the system. 7/ Other programmes
to improve the quality of education offered to girls and young ;omen include nonformal training and technical and vocational training. Until very recently women
were usually excluded from agricultural training, despite the fact that they are
the main food producers and processors in some areas. One notable exception is
Ghana where both sexes receive training together. It has also been pointed out that
women are greatly in need of training in co-operatives, credit and other entrepreneurial skills. In West Africa, for example, marketing "mammys" range as high as
89 per cent of females who are gainfully employed in Dahomey, 81 per cent in Ghana
and 66 per cent in the Congo, and these women should have the priority for further
training.§_/
Economic activity and employment

::a:
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In 1970 the world's female gainfully employed labour force numbered about 515
million persons or 34 per cent of the world's labour force (38 per cent for the
developed, and 32 per cent for the developing countries). These percentages are
expected to be 39 and 31, respectively, by 2000. By 1980, the-female labour force
·will increase to 600 million and by ~ooo, to 81~ ,., million. In fact by that year, the
nL.1 1::c r of fe1 ..alcs in the l r bour forc e in dcvc lopinr countri cr; ·is expe cted bd eX:ceed:
the present-dl'y world total sir nific antly. Th, perc cnv,,·c in the thre e dcvelopine
re{"ions during 1970 to 000 uill increas e fron 57 to 60 in Asia, 8 to 10 in Africa
and 3 to 4,) in Latin J\r,1eric 1. , On the other hand , the pe rc cnt ::.r:c will de crease from
13 to 10 in Lurope anu from 1. to 9 in the USSR. Roth i 1orth America and Oceania remain
stable at 6 and 0.5 per cent, respectively, 2./
Participation rates vary from one country to another. They range from a low 5
per cent in some African countries to a high of about 50 per cent in the Soviet
Union and Romania. 10/ Women comprise 40 per c ent or more of the labour force in a
number of countriesespecially in Eastern Europe and between 30 and 40 per cent in
most of the Western European and North Americ an countries, Only two developing
countries, Burundi and Lesotho, reported rates over 50 per cent. The lowest rates
may be found in Moslem countries: Algeria (1, 8 per cent), Libyan Arab Republic
( ~,7 per cent) and Tunisia (3 per cent), the exceptions being Lebanon (15,4 per cent)
(more)
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and the Sudan (28 per cent). Participa tion rates for womer_ are also his;hest in the
lowest age groups. In some countries, there has been an increase of married women
in the female labour force. Figures are highest for married women in Bulgaria
(85 per cent) and Liberia (80 per cent), while in other countries, single women
predominate (Ireland, 81 per cent). Women also form the r, ,jori t y of the p nrt-til'le
wcrk force. Th eir partici pr~tion ·is S hi 1, 1.s 90 pe r c ent in ·11 on1.1.y , 85 pe r cent
in Jnpnn and So per ce nt in Au s tra li c. . 11/
7

In many countries, especially developing countries, a large proportion of the
female labour force is concentrated in the agricultural sector (e.g., 94 per cent in
Turkey and about 60 to 80 per cent in many African countries). In such countries
the woman's labour is the main means of providir.g agricultural food. The participation
of women in this sector varies to a median of about 10 per cent in most industrialized
countries, although in the United Kingdom and the United States it is as low as 1 and
2 per cent . In this area statistics can be misleading as many women living on farms
are classified as "unpaid family workers" and may or may not be included in the
economically active population. 12/ In 24 African countries, the median percentage
of women employed was 28 comparedto 49 for men. However, these figures do not always
reflect the reality of the situation, which is frequently one of Great hardship and
drudgery for women who have few opportunities for employment outside the traditional
rural sector .
In some of the developing countries the modern industrial sector absorbs very
few women whereas in many developed countries this sector accounts for between 25 and
33 per cent of working women particularly in the textiles, food and clothing industries.
Few women are found in mining or construction or in most branches of the manufacturing
sectors, Eastern Europe and China being notable exceptions. 13/ In some of these
countries, particularly in Eastern Europe, the economic activity of single and, in
some cases, married women of the central age group is already near saturation point.
Policy-makers concerned with the employment of women may well ask whether the rise in
the level of women's participation in employment can be sustained indefinitely. 14/
A look at the occupational structure shows that women comprise a considerable
part of the professional and technical levels owing to their preponderance in the
educational and health services. They continue to make up a small part of the
administrative and managerial levels although their numbers are increasing in the
clerical and sales sectors. New types of work into which women are moving are in the
field of electronics, the chemical, pharmac eutical and aeronautical industries and
the priesthood. The service centre is also expanding for both men and women.
Despite these trends, however, women continue to remain in a limited number of
occupations and are the lowest paid, de spite the fact that large numbers of women
are the main or sole support of their famili e s. While there are few legal barriers
to equality of opportunity for women in employment and the principle of equal pay for
equal work has now been almost universally acc epted, the de facto situation calls for
urgent remedial measures. Statistical data on wage differentials of men and women in
the various sectors and occupations ar e very inadequate, but ILO studies suggest that
in many industrialized countries women's wages ar e about 50 to 80 per cent of men's for
the same work time. 15/
(mor e )
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In the developing countr i es, as elsewhere, the compar at i vel y l ow l evel of
women ' s wages indicates that women are concentrated i n jobs and occupati ons low in
the scal e of ski ll and wages .
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It has been suggested that "the only ways to l essen or r emove these diffe r entia ls
between men's and women's ear nings however calculated ar e changes i n the struct ur e and
character of women ' s educat i on, traini ng and employment and in the cl eavages between
'men's work' anJ 'women's wor k' : changes aimed at removi ng per s i st i ng ine qualitie s
and discriminations and overcoming the stereotyped sex roles acquired by women over
the ages i n the world of work". 16/
Governments, empl oyers, trade uni ons and women ' s gr oups shoul d wor k t ogether
to evol ve new patterns of indi vidual development for women . It is neces sa r y, f or
example, to provide new wor k and fami ly patter ns, more f l exi ble car eer patterns,
wor ki ng hours and holiday and social security benefi ts, mater nity pr otecti on , ,
inc l udi ng maternity and paterni ty leave, day-care and other community -based faciliti e s ,
greater opportunit i es for leisur e and for part-ti me wor k . For those who wish to
stay at home and continue to be full-t i me housewives, val ue should be pl ace d on
the ir contr i but i on by national f i scal authorit i es and pr ovi s i on made for adequat e
payment for their work, including pens i on benefi ts and pai d hol i days . I n one country
i t was estimated that a housewi fe i s worth about $160 per week, adding up t o $250 ,000
mill i on per year to the gross nati onal product .17 /
Recent studies on t i me- budgeting have confirmed the fac t t hat t he marri ed working
woman works more hours than the wor ki ng man, the s ingl e wor king woman or t he housewife ,
who spends an aver age of 20 to 22 hours at home each day . Mal e a ssi stanc e r emains
peripher al and women, whether empl oyed or unempl oyed, cont i nue t o shoulder almost
a ll of the burden of the housewor k and dai ly car e of the childr en. 18/
Soc i al and economi c t r ansfor mat i ons brought about by the number of empl oyed
femal es hi ghli ght the chang i ng rol e of the family and i ts const ituent members.
Dut i es and respons i biliti es wi thi n the fami l y , for exampl e, have t o be shar ed not
mer el y among the adults but among the chi ldren a l so . For women, s ocia l change ,
smaller famili es and the gr adual passing of the authori tarian family str uctur e have
meant a wider range of choices . They often have to pl ay the r ol e of wife , mother and
empl oyee . Consequentl y, they des i re and need mor e ass i stance wi th housework and
child-reari ng . Mor eover, the emerging p i cture of the woman at home is that she is
deter mi ned to par t i cipate in dec i s i on- making in matter s of concern bot h within a nd
outs i de the home . These changes will demand a fundamental change i n t he r e l ati onships
and behaviour of a l l family members .
Part i c i pation in publi c l ife
Although, in 1973, women wer e legally eligible to vote i n a ll el ect i ons a nd to
stand for election on equal terms with men in 124 countr i es, ther e are st ill limita tions
on these rights i n f i ve countries (Kuwait, Liechtenste i n, Niger i a (in s i x s t ates),
Saud i Arabia and Yemen) . 19/ The percentage of women who hol d poli cy- making posts in
the legislat i ve, judicial-:-executi ve or diplomatic branch is growi ng, yet it r emains
pitifully small in the vast majority of countries, even those wher e they have long
had the right to vote . Moreover, it has been pointed out that wher e women have been
appointed as government ministers, they have often been entrusted primarily with
(more)
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responsibility for women I s affairs (France) or with "female-related subjects;,, such
as social or child welfare or social affairs. 20/
Women often hold back, preferring to campaign for a male rather than a female
candidate. In some instanc es they are hesitant to leave their homes and children,
while in yet others, they do not fully grasp the importance of involvement at the
decision-making level both to themselves and society. In Chile and Peru, for
example, only 20 per cent of the women surveyed in one study had genuine desire to
pursue a political or civil service career. 21/ The factor of choice is an important
one in evaluating women's participation in development and the extent of control over
their own futures. 22/
Recent estimates show that the percentage of women elected to national parliaments
remains small in most countries. This may in part be due to the reluctance of
political parties to support women candidates. The highest percentages are
reported for the USSR (35), the Ukrainian SSR (34), Finland ( 21,5), Denmark (17),
Poland (15).
In recent years India, Israel and Sri Lanka have had women prime ministers .
At the local level where the participation of women is greater, 47.4 per cent women
were elected in the USSR and 45 per cent in the Ukrainian SSR. 23/
Planning for women and development
Within the past half decade, in response to problems facing women and consequently
the society, some Governments have taken steps to establish permanent or ad hoc
machinery to examine the status of women and to plan for their advancement and
integration in the total development effort on a long-term basis. Since 1968, for
instance, machinery in the form of national co=issions, advisory bodies, special
secretariatsand/or councils have been established in several countries (e.g., Canada
(1973), Colombia (1970), Egypt (1971), India (1971), Indonesia (1968), Jamaica (197 2) ,
Sweden (1972) and the United Kingdom (1969)). Membership in such bodies includes
both men and women. In the two previous decades, the main form of machinery had been
women's bureaux affiliated to ministries or departments of labour. 24/ These still
continue to play a major role in securing adequate employment opportunities and
satisfactory working conditions for women, particularly in Latin America and Europe.
In two countries, Australia and France, special advisers on women's affairs were
very recently appointed by the Chief of State.
The question of a woman's right to participate in all aspects of development in
her country has also gained momentum through the variety of new groups, either of
women or of both sexes, who, together, discuss mutual problems and try to devise ways
of solving them.
In some countries, such as Canada, the Federal Republic of Germany, Sweden and
the United States of America, many research bodies and universities as well as
national statistical offices are also becoming aware of the lack of data on the
situation of women and are starting to devote more attention to research related
to the role of women in society. 25/
Special progra=es have been established to
assist women to develop their full potential in order to take middle and high-ranking
posts in the public and private sectors. 26/
(more)
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On the international level, the Economic and Social Council has urged bodies
within the United Nations system to give due attention in their review and appraisal
of progress in achieving the objectives and targets of the Second United Nations
Development Decade (1971-1980) to the integration of women in development. It has
also urged Governments to report en the progress made to implement the targets and
objectives of the long-term programme for the advancement of women set forth in
General Assembly resolution 2716 (XXV). International Women's Year, the theme of
which is "Equality, development and peace", will be launched in 1975 to encourage
Governments further to accelerate broad-based programmes for the integration of
women in the total development effort and the elimination of all forms of discrimination based on sex.

* *** *
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